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150 Hsiao-yen Peng
The Literary Field of Twentieth-Century China. Ed. Michel 
Hockx. Surrey: Curzon Press, 1999. 252 pp. ISBN 0-7007- 
1073-6.
The essays collected in this book aim to study various 
aspects of the literary field in modern China. Resorting to the 
literary-sociological theories of Bourdieu and Kees van Rees, in 
the introductory chapter the editor Michel Hockx defines a 
"literary field" through the interactions between so-called 
symbolic capital and economic capital. Although the autonomy 
of a literary work does not depend on its commercial success 
but on its symbolic value, this does not mean that it is immune to 
the economic principle. The contributors to the book deal more 
or less with relevant issues, demonstrating the possibilities or 
limitations of applying Western theories to the study of the 
literary field in twentieth-century China.
Wang-chi Wong's 1(An Act of Violence" discusses how the 
translation of Western fiction at the turn of the century flourished 
with the rise of readership, the booming of literary journals, and 
the emergence of professional translators, writers, and editors 
supported by the Qing government. Yet the political 
considerations of effecting reform through acquiring the 
knowledge of the West went against the economic principle. 
Translation of literary works such as Les dame aux camelias and
political novels became a profitable 
enterprise. In order to please the 
readers, the translators not only catered 
to their aesthetic and cultural tastes but 
also committed acts of violence, such as 
eliminating elements in the original that 
might be offensive, adding things that 
were not there, or even rewriting parts of 
the original that were at odds with the 
readers' reading habits. Faithfulness to 
the original gave way to the authority 
and power bestowed on the translators 
by the readers.
Denise Gim pel’s “Beyond 
Butterflies" contests that the journal 
Xiaoshuo yuebao, generally believed to
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be the main organ of butterfly literature during the period 
between 1910 and 1921, in fact published texts that showed its 
sensitivity to the social and political topics of the day at the same 
time. Gimpel thinks that unless we have correct information 
about the primary material, it is impossible to have useful 
insights into the literary field in modern China. Michel Hockx's 
“Playing the Field” studies the positions of the writer， the editor, 
and the publisher in the 1910s and 1920s. Topics touched upon 
include: the teacher-student connection that helped a debutant 
move ahead in the literary field; the diaries and 
correspondences often written for the sole purpose of 
publication; the influence of the newspaper supplements and 
their editors; the relationship between publishers and literary 
societies; and so on.
Raoul David Findeisen’s “From Literature to Love” 
discusses the love-letter genre that flourished briefly between 
1924 and 1937. Literary couples studied include Cao Peisheng 
and Hu Shi, Wu Shutian and Zhang Yiping, Song Ruoyu and 
Jiang Guangci, Lu Yin and Li Weijian, Bai Wei and Yang Sao, 
Ding Ling and Hu Yepin, and others. Findeisen points out that 
the symbolic capital created by the publication of the letters as 
literature might justify a love relationship conflicting with social 
norms, as was the case with the correspondence between Lu 
Xun and Xu Guangping. On the other hand, as in the case of Lu 
Yin and Li Weijian, the mutual love of literature was the point of 
departure.
Chen Pingyuan’s “Literature High and Low” takes as a 
starting point the entry of Jin Yong's martial-art fiction into the 
Beijing University curriculum, and then proceeds to discuss the 
strife between elite literature and popular literature since the 
May Fourth period. With the rapid emergence of the latter on the 
literary scene, literary historians should reconsider the distinction 
between literature high and low, and examine the coexistence of 
popular literature with May Fourth literature. As if to echo Chen's 
proposal, Marja Kaikonen’s “Stories and Legends” examines the 
success stories of two popular journals in contemporary China. 
The positions of the editors and their interaction with writers and 
readers are emphasized.
Oliver Kramer’s “No Past to Long for?” studies the 
phenomenon of Chinese writers in exile since the Tiananmen
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Incident. Even though the writers he interviews more often than 
not deny that there is such a group as “writers in exile，’’ since 
they are contributors to as well as regular readers of the exile 
literary journal Jintian, Kramer thinks it is legitimate to consider 
them as a group. He admits that the lack of a commonly shared 
underlying ideology, unity, and mutual aims has turned the initial 
attempt of forming a group through the journal into a failure.
In “Displacing the Political” Wendy Larson questions 
whether it is effective to apply a theory situated in Western 
cultural traditions to the study of a radically different culture 
which has not experienced the same capitalist way of life, and 
which does not believe in “art for art’s sake.” She demonstrates 
her point by analyzing Zhang YimouJs film To Live. In her mind, 
for film production in a Third World country, artistic success in 
the First World equals local economic gain, and therefore the 
economic law supersedes other laws. She claims that 
Bourdieu's theory does not apply to the global cultural situation 
today. On the other hand， Claire Huot’s “Here, There, Anywhere” 
confirms that Bourdieu's theory of the literary field can be 
applied to unravel constants in any culture, including the 
Chinese one. She states that, in order to secure artistic and 
financial success, a Chinese writer today moves freely in four 
spheres of activity, namely, the local artistic community, the 
national literary institutional world, the transnational Han 
language cultural community, and the multinational cultural 
community. According to her, these are the "four networks of 
success."
It is clear that the contributors to this volume endeavor to 
construct a coherent theoretical frame to study the literary field 
in China today. The concept of the literary field in the study of 
modern Chinese literature may not be new, yet the attempt to 
formulate such a concept through applying Bourdieu’s theory is 
certainly a beginning step. When we study a literary-sociological 
phenomenon, in addition to putting to test theories developed in 
a different cultural milieu, which can certainly be enlightening, 
there is a need to carry out an in-depth study of the 
phenomenon itself. This is a point that students of literature 
cannot afford to ignore.
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